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[The author writes for the International Weekly Edition of the Gazeta Mercantil, a Sao Paulo-based
financial newspaper.]
Brazilians at times detached from the political scandals of their country and at other times indignant
have a unique sense of humor in describing the larger-than-life personalities of their politicians.
One illustrative joke told again and again is about Antonio Carlos Magalhaes the powerful political
boss of Bahia state and former president of Senate. Once an airplane left Salvador, the capital of
Bahia state, for Europe. In the middle of the flight, the devil appeared and said, "This plane is going
to crash in the middle of the sea and every passenger is going to die." In the ensuing panic, little
notice was paid to Antonio Carlos Magalhaes who made his way to the Prince of Darkness.
After a short conversation in the back of the plane with the devil, the political boss calmly made his
way back to his seat. The devil soon disappeared and the plane, to everyone's astonishment and
joy, landed safely at its destination. "Senator, what did you say to the devil?" asked his companion.
"I told him that Salvador has a mayor," replied Magalhaes, "but I run the city. Bahia state has a
governor, but I give the orders. Brazil also has a president, but I rule the country. And if this plane
crashed and everyone died including me, I told the devil I would be going to hell."
This comic description of one of Brazil's most controversial politicians may need to change in light of
Magalhaes' recent fall from grace.
On May 30, Sen. Magalhaes of the Partido Frente Liberal (PFL) formally announced his departure
from Brazil's upper house. Accused of breaking into the Senate's computerized voting system,
Magalhaes decided to leave office rather than face impeachment and the possible loss of his political
rights for eight years. His exit from the Senate followed that of his partner in the scandal, Sen. Jose
Roberto Arruda, of the Partido Social Democrata Brasileiro (PSDB), who resigned the week before.
After the Senate Ethics Committee voted 14 to 2 to remove both senators from office for violating the
secret ballot that led to the impeachment of Sen. Luiz Estevao involved in a scandal surrounding the
construction of a regional court house Magalhaes' and Arruda's only recourse was to leave office or
face the uncertain outcome of impeachment proceedings (see NotiSur, 2000-05-11).

Magalhaes' departure marks new low in his public life
The departure of Magalhaes from the Senate marks a dramatic turnaround for one of Brazil's last
"coroneis" political bosses whose powers date back to the country's colonial past. Magalhaes first
entered politics as the mayor of Salvador in the 1950s, and his power and fortune grew as he loyally
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served the country's military dictatorship. At the country's return to democracy, Magalhaes became
minister of communications and consolidated his power handing out lucrative radio and television
concessions. Besides owning a media empire, including a television station and a newspaper, the
Magalhaes family also owns the OAS construction company, which receives numerous government
contracts.
The tide began to turn for Magalhaes after President Fernando Henrique Cardoso began his second
term. To govern, the president's PSDB had to forge alliances with Magalhaes' PFL, and Cardoso had
to negotiate frequently with Magalhaes, who was the Senate president. The uncomfortable alliance
eventually turned sour, and the PSDB backed Magalhaes' rival Jader Barbalho of the Partido do
Movimento Democratico Brasileiro (PMDB) to head the Senate (see NotiSur 2001-02-23).
Vindictive and outside the governing circle of power, Magalhaes went on the offensive and sought
out federal prosecutors to denounce political enemies. He made a fatal error, however, when
he confessed that he had a list of how senators voted during the impeachment of Luiz Estevao.
Magalhaes' resignation more form than substance While Arruda's announcement that he was
leaving office attracted little public attention, all eyes focused on Magalhaes when he resigned
his Senate seat. Despite threats to reveal embarrassing facts about the Cardoso administration,
however, the former Senate president only criticized the president's policies and promised to return
to office.
Magalhaes warned that Cardoso's economic policies were unsustainable. "The internal debt and,
more importantly, the foreign debt multiply in a way that will soon make the country economically
not viable," he said, without referring to his role in approving increases in the government's debts.
He hinted that Cardoso, as well as opposition leader Sen. Jose Eduardo Dutra of the Partido dos
Trabalhadores (PT), knew about the violation of the voting secrecy.
"These two [Magalhaes and Arruda] lie so much it is impossible to believe anything they say,"
countered PT Deputy Aloisio Mercadante. Magalhaes' claim of being a "champion of morality" also
brought heated responses from other senators.
"Blackmail, betrayal, and lies are Magalhaes' three outstanding characteristics," said Antero Paes de
Barro of the PSDB.
Magalhaes promises that he will be back The former Senate leader said his return to his home state
of Bahia was only temporary and he would run for public office again. "To return to Bahia is to
regain spirit and force to come back soon to this chamber, or even beyond," said Magalhaes, who
is referred to as the "King of Bahia" because of his hold on the state's political machine. "The polls
show that I would be elected to any position I would run for."
Some political analysts say Magalhaes did not attack the Cardoso administration more strongly
because he needs federal funds for public programs in his home state to maintain his hegemony.
Magalhaes will be able to continue his influence in the Senate through his replacement. Taking his
seat will be his alternate, Antonio Carlos Magalhaes Jr., who heads the family's business holdings
but has never shown an interest in politics.
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Protests against President Cardoso continue in capital
The day before the Senate Ethics Committee voted on the motion to impeach Magalhaes, a student
protest pressing for his impeachment was violently repressed in Salvador. But Magalhaes is not
the only target of student protests. Hundreds of students rallied in front of the Congress and the
presidential mansion calling for an investigation into government corruption. "The only thing that
embarrasses me is to see a government so corrupt and a president who continues to have impunity,"
said the president of the student association, Carla Santos, who protested naked to call attention to
the lack of transparency in government. "I took off my clothes for something I believe in, and this
gives me pride."
A number of legal experts are also calling for Cardoso's removal since he used his powers to avoid a
congressional investigation of corruption in his administration. "We oppose the president because
disbursing funds to bribe deputies and get them to change their decisions is an abuse of power,"
said law professor Celso Antonio Bandeira de Mello. "This is the worst government in Brazil's
history." While Brazil appears to have buried a relic of its colonial past with the resignation of
Magalhaes, its political development has not yet progressed to include increased accountability and
the rule of law.

-- End --
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